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Senators back reimportation of U.S. medicine
Administration fears adulteration or fakes
Associated Press

September 6, 2001

WASHINGTON - Pharmacists and drug distributors should be allowed to obtain U.S.-made medicines from
Canada, where they are cheaper, and resell them to American consumers at a reduced price, senators said
yesterday. 

They said they would pursue legislation despite contentions by the Bush administration that it cannot guarantee
the safety of drugs brought back into United States from other nations. 

"I would argue that FDA must stop telling us what will not work, and must now tell us what will work," said
Sen. James M. Jeffords, the Vermont independent who led the push for the original drug law, which was

Legislation enacted in the fall of 2000 allows drugstores and medical distributors to buy U.S.-made and
-approved drugs in certain countries where they are sold more cheaply and then resell them here. However,
officials at the Food and Drug Administration have declined to carry out the measure, arguing that counterfeit
or altered medicines could slip through U.S. borders. 

An FDA deputy told Congress yesterday that even limiting the exchange to Canada would not protect
Americans from worldwide counterfeiters willing to sell harmful or ineffective medicines to a lucrative U.S.
market. He even brought bags of fake drugs seized from a Washington-area airport and a Chicago drugstore. 

"It's virtually impossible for any pharmacist or physician or anyone else to know what's in these little packets,"
William Hubbard, a senior associate commissioner at the FDA, told the Senate subcommittee on consumer
affairs, foreign commerce and tourism. 

Democratic Sen. Byron Dorgan of North Dakota, the panel's chairman, said the law could be reworked to allow
reimportation from Canada only. Canada's drug approval process is similar to that of the United States. 

He said the FDA should be able to inspect medicines under similar policies that make them responsible for
fruits, vegetables and other food brought into the United States from Canada. 

"Both administrations have gone out of their way to not implement this law," Dorgan said. 

The latest delay comes as Congress struggles with bringing a prescription drug benefit to Medicare, the federal
health program for the nation's elderly and disabled. 

Last month, House lawmakers voted to make it easier for people to import low-cost prescription drugs for their
own use after rejecting a more-sweeping proposal to allow such imports by drug wholesalers and pharmacies. 

The Senate has yet to consider such a proposal. 

However, senators from states on the borders with Canada and Mexico are standing behind the idea of
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reimporting cheaper medicines from the neighboring nations.
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